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Executive Summary
The habitat restoration area at Spunky Bottoms in Brown County,
Illinois was surveyed. Overall we found 1 salamander species, 10
anuran species, 5 species of turtles, and 7 species of snakes. The
most prominent feature of the fauna was the high abundance (0.29
frogs/m) of cricket frogs (Acris crepitans). We found relatively few
species of turtles and the fauna was dominated by a single species
(red-eared slider, Trachemys scripta elegans). Map turtles (Graptemys
species) were not found at the site despite three species occurring
nearby. The lack of natural hydrology and absence of a connection to
the river likely prevent map turtles from occupying the site.
Moreover, we failed to find Blanding' s turtle (Emydoidea blandingi), a
wet prairie specialist. This species which is threatened in Illinois
occurs in nearby counties. We suggest that it be reintroduced to
Spunky Bottoms.
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A Herpetological Survey of Spunky Bottoms
Introduction
Spunky Bottoms is part of a levee district that is being returned
to a more natural condition by establishing native vegetation and
restoring pre-settlement hydrology. Roughly 1200 acres in size and
owned by The Nature Conservancy, it was last farmed in 1998. Habitat
restoration involves five habitat types including upland prairie, wet
prairie, marsh, wooded wetlands, and open water.
This project was designed to serve as an initial inventory and
baseline for continuing assessment as habitat restoration proceeds. A
major goal was to conduct the survey so that it can be repeated over
time to asses changes in the herpetofauna.
Objectives: The main objectives of the project were:
1. Estimate which species occur at the site
2. Estimate the relative abundance of species found at the site
3. Predict effects of proposed restoration on the herpetofauna
4. Propose additional restoration or management actions.
Methods.
Visual Encounter Surveys (VES): Our surveys were conducted along 100 m
transects (Heyer et al., 1994). Transect locations were selected in
upland prairie (2 transects), wet prairie habitats (7 transects), and
marsh border habitats (4 transects). Transects were selected using a
stratified random design.
Two investigators walked along each transect and visually
identified all reptiles and amphibians observed. Investigators walked
about 1 m apart. Total coverage width was estimated to be about 5 m.
Amphibians and reptiles were captured when necessary but most could be
identified upon initial discovery. The center point of each transect
was recorded with a Garman GPS unit. All transects were aligned
parallel with the nearest road. Transects were surveyed once. All 13
transects were completed in May 2000.
General Habitat Searches: At each visit, we searched for reptiles and
amphibians while in the process of setting turtle traps and moving
between VES sites. All animals that were caught were identified
(Phillips et al., 1999). We found keeping time interval data
impractical because other activities consumed the bulk of the available
time for the survey. Therefore, these surveys provided us the
opportunity to document the occurrence of rarer reptiles. We also made
visits in October 2001 to collect snakes that we expected to be crossing
roads from the wetlands to upland over-wintering sites.
Anuran Calling Survey: We performed surveys by listening for calling
anurans during March, April, and May. Two night visits were made in
each of the three months in 2000 and 2001 for a total of six nights.
Surveys were conducted for 1 hr each night at sites where anurans were
expected to be calling. In 2001 high water levels caused surveys to be
conducted from the county roadway.
Turtle Trapping: Trapping sites were situated near roads to facilitate
trap handling. We trapped in ditch habitats (4 sites), marsh habitats
(6 sites), pond habitats (4 sites), and river habitat (1 site). Trap
placement varied somewhat at each site due to water level variation
between 2000 and 2001. When trap placement varied more than 20 m
separate GPS readings were made to locate the variant site. Because
relatively few turtles were caught at any one site, data were combined
for site pairs.
We trapped turtles with hoop traps for two days (1 day = 24 hr) per
month. A total of ten traps were set each day. We trapped in July,
August, September, and October 2000 and in April, May, and June in 2001.
Thus, a total of 140 trap days (7 months*2 days*10 traps) were conducted
in each habitat type.
Traps were baited with canned sardines. Traps were checked 24 hr
after placement but not rebaited. All turtles were removed, identified,
sexed, weighed to the nearest g with a spring balance and had plastron
length, and carapace length, height, and width measured with calipers to
the nearest mm. Turtles were marked by drilling holes in marginal
scutes for future identification. Except for vouchers for county
records all turtles were processed and released immediately after the
traps were pulled.
Results
Visual Encounter Surveys (VES): We encountered no reptiles during these
surveys. However we did observe 322 amphibians in 13 transects for a
net abundance of 0.25 anurans per m of transect. Upland prairie had the
fewest anurans (0.015 anurans/m). Anurans were most common along marsh
and pond borders (0.54 anurans/m), and common in wet prairie habitats
(0.15 anuran/m) (Table 1).
The cricket frog (Acris crepitans) was by far the most common
anuran encountered (Table 1, 206 individuals). In contrast, toads (Bufo
species) and chorus frogs (Pseudacris triseriata) were the least
commonly encountered anurans (Table 1). Three anurans heard during
calling surveys (Pseudacris crucifer, Hyla versicolor, and Rana
clamitans, Table 2) were not found along any of the transects.
General Habitat Searches: We found a total of 10 anurans, 1 salamander,
5 turtles, and 7 snakes (Table 2). We found nearly all of the snake
species during the fall migration during 2001. Tall vegetation in
upland sites and wet prairies made snakes difficult to observe.
Anuran Calling Survey: Calling surveys allowed us to add three species
to the seven found during VES. The species added included two arboreal
species (Pseudacris crucifer and Hyla versicolor) that are unlikely to
be encountered using the VES methods we employed.
Table 1. Results of Visual Encounter Surveys. Codes are MB = marsh and
pond border; WP = wet prairie; UP = upland prairie.
Transect/
GPS coordinates
Easting* Northing
Pump House 1
0707568* 4418814
Total
Pump House 2
0707722*4418907
Total
Pump House 3
0707632*4418887
Total
Pump House 4
0707826* 4418954
Total
Entrance Road 1
0707025*4419015
Total
South Road 1
0706284* 4418062
Total
Levee Road South 1
0706315*4417560
Total
Levee Road North 1
0707818*4418966
Total
North Road 1
0708337* 4419594
Total
Code Species observed Individuals
Rana blairi 4
MB Rana sphenocephala 3
unidentified Rana sp. 14
Acris crepitans 42
63
WP unidentified Rana sp.
Rana catesbeiana
Acris crepitans
WP Rana catesbeiana
Bufo w. fowleri
Acris crepitans
Pseudacris triseriata
MB Rana blairi
Rana sphenocephala
Rana catesbeiana
Acris crepitans
MB Rana sphenocephala
Rana blairi
unidentified Rana sp.
Acris crepitans
Bufo americanus
MB Acris crepitans
Rana catesbeiana
unidentified Rana sp.
WP Bufo w. fowleri
Rana catesbeiana
Acris crepitans
WP Acris crepitans
unidentified Rana sp.
WP Rana catesbeiana
Acris crepitans
1
4
10
15
1
1
6
3
11
1
11
6
21
39
2
4
4
67
1
78
28
6
2
36
4
8
15
27
Frogs/m
0.04
0.03
0.14
0.42
0.63
0.01
0.04
0.10
0.15
0.01
0.01
0.06
0.03
0.11
0.01
0.11
0.06
0.21
0.39
0.02
0.04
0.04
0.67
0.01
0.78
0.28
0.06
0.02
0.36
0.04
0.08
0.15
0.27
0.01
0.01
0.02
0.08
0.01
0.09
Table 1 continued
North Road 2
0708769*4419603
Total
North Road 3
0708337* 4419594
Total
North Road 4
0708079*4419154
Total
North Road 5
0708413* 4419268
Total
WP Bufo americanus
Rana blairi
Rana catesbeiana
Acris crepitans
WP Rana blairi
Rana catesbeiana
unidentified Rana sp.
Bufo w. fowleri
Acris crepitans
UP unidentified Rana
Bufo w. fowleri
UP no sightings
Totals
Totals by species: Acris crepitans 206 individuals; Bufo americanus 2
individuals; Bufo w. fowleri 10 individuals; Pseudacris triseriata 3
individuals; Rana blairi 12 individuals; Rana catesbeiana 48
individuals; Rana sphenocephala 16 individuals; unidentified Rana 25
individuals. Totals by habitat type: Upland prairie 3 individuals (0.015
anurans per m); wet prairies 103 individuals (0.15 anurans per m); and
marsh and pond borders 216 individuals (0.54 anurans per m).
1
2
11
7
21
1
4
2
3
8
18
0.01
0.02
0.11
0.07
0.21
0.01
0.04
0.02
0.03
0.08
0.18
0.01
0.02
0.03
0.00
0.25322
Table 2. Species of Reptiles and Amphibians Observed at Spunky Bottoms
Anurans
Bufo woodhousii fowleri
Bufo americanus
Pseudacris triseriata
Pseudacris crucifer
Acris crepitans
Hyla versicolor*
Rana blairi
Rana catesbeiana
Rana clamitans*
Rana sphenocephala
Salamanders
Ambystoma tigrinum
Turtles
Apalone spinifera
Chelydra serpentina
Sternotherus odoratus
Trachemys scripta elegans
Chrysemys picta
Snakes
Storeria dekayi
Thamnophis sirtalis
Thamnophis proximus
Elaphe vulpina
Elaphe obsoleta
Coluber constrictor
Lampropeltis calligaster
... Fowler' s Toad
... American Toad
... Western Chorus Frog**
... Spring Peeper**
... Cricket Frog
... Gray Treefrog**
... Plains Leopard Frog
... Bullfrog
... Green Frog
... Southern Leopard Frog**
... Tiger Salamander
... Spiny Softshell**
... Common Snapping Turtle**
... Musk Turtle**
... Red-eared Slider
... Painted Turtle**
... Brown Snake**
... Eastern Garter Snake**
... Western Ribbon Snake**
... Western Fox Snake**
... Black Rat Snake
... Blue Racer
... Prairie King Snake**
* Heard calling at site in 2000 and 2001 but not captured.
** county records.
Turtle Trapping: Trapping was effective and produced specimens of 5
turtle species (Table 2). The red-eared slider (Trachemys scripta
elegans) was the most commonly trapped turtle. Females were slightly
more common among the trapped individuals than were males. One female
we trapped (and recaptured twice) was among the largest sliders found in
Illinois. This individual had a plastron length of 258 mm and a
carapace length of 302 mm. Interestingly, juveniles were frequently
trapped (Table 3).
Painted turtles (Chrysemys picta) were also frequently trapped.
However, males out numbered females by 5 to 1. Unlike the sliders,
juvenile painted turtles were not trapped (Table 3).
Similar to painted turtles, males out numbered females among
snapping turtles (Chelydra serpentina, Table 3). However, we caught few
individuals overall.
The number of turtles trapped per site varied somewhat with habitat
type (Table 4). Pond habitats averaged 20.3 turtles per site and
produced the largest number of turtles; 61 over 140 trap days. Ditch
habitats with 12.3 turtles per site and marsh habitats with 13.7 turtles
per site had about equal results. With only three sites per habitat
class statistical comparison of these habitats is not warranted.
However, the single river site we trapped had by far the lowest number
of turtles per site with 7 turtles caught in 140 trap days.
Table 3. Body measurements of turtles trapped at Spunky Bottoms.
Species
A. spinifera
S. odoratus
C. serpentina
T. s. elegans
C. picta
Sex N
F 1
Mass
(range)
81.2
M 1 400
M
F
J
M
M*
M
F
J
F
M
1
1
3
8
5
25
43
19
5
26
210
6500
805
(136-1790)
5780
(3500-8300)
1450
(1100-1930)
513
(27-1000)
1123
(95-3100)
91
(25-325)
361
(75-630)
348
(99-980)
* Melanistic males.
Plastron
Length
(range)
68
112
78
240
103
(67-141)
203
(160-230)
203
(188-220)
132
(78-187)
168
(82-258)
75
(65-96)
127
(93-162)
121
(77-170)
Length
(range)
91
154
111
300
135
(87-189)
268
(198-322)
224
(201-240)
143
(83-201)
181
(84-302)
79
(66-102)
134
(93-162)
130
(86-195)
Carapace
Width
(range)
84
132
76
239
115
(69-188)
232
(194-268)
161
(143-179)
109
(69-152)
136
(70-188)
68
(59-82)
100
(75-125)
96
(71-139)
Height
(range)
23
36
42
132
59
(37-82)
116
(99-135)
80
(74-86)
54
(35-72)
70
(35-113)
33
(30-42)
51
(37-62)
45
(32-70)
Table 4. Global Positioninig Coordinates for sites where turtle traps
were placed during study. Species codes are SO = Sternotherus odoratus;
AS = Apalone spinifera; CS = Chelydra serpentina; TS = Trachemys
scripta; CP = Chrysemys picta. T1 = Total number of turtles caught.
Site Name
1 South Road
2a South Levee Road
2b South Levee Road
3a South Levee Road
3b South Levee Road
4 Pump House
5 Pump House
6a Pump House
6b Pump House
7 Pump House
8a Main Road
8b Main Road
9a North Levee Road
9b North Levee Road
10 North Levee Road
GPS
Coordinates
Habitat Easting Northing SO
Ditch
Marsh
Marsh
Marsh
Marsh
River
Pond
Pond
Pond
Pond
Ditch
Ditch
Marsh
Marsh
Ditch
0706267
0706764
0706756
0706853
0707007
0707706
0707578
0707648
0707651
0707758
0707266
0707232
0708067
0708407
0708354
4418061
4417560
4417726
4417867
4418226
4418850
4418809
4418923
4418889
4418928
4418926
4418936
4419165
4419277
4419608
0
0
Species code
AS CS TS CP T1
0
0
2
0
8
10
1
8
11
18
0 0 1 3 2 6
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
3
0
3
6
1
18
23
12
0
0
12
4
8
7
1
33
27
23
0 0 3 8 6 17
0 0 0 3 0 3
2 12 92 31 138Totals: 1
Discussion
The poor state of our knowledge about the herpetofauna of Brown
County is made apparent (Table 2). Out of 23 species collected, 13 were
county records (Table 2). Clearly the survey of Spunky Bottoms has
contributed to knowledge of the reptiles and amphibians of Brown County.
Spunky bottoms has a remarkably diverse herpetofauna considering
that most of the area being restored was formerly cropland. Anurans
were particularly prominent, which might be expected in a wetland
cropland habitat mix. Ditch margins act as refugia for reptiles and
amphibians in agricultural areas.
The large number of cricket frogs (Acris crepitans) is an important
feature of Spunky bottoms. This species is thought to be in decline in
Illinois (Hay, 1998). However, at Spunky A. crepitans occurred at an
overall frequency of 0.29 frog/m, which indicates abundance.
We did no, however, find any of the sand prairie specialists such
as the Illinois chorus frog (Pseudacris streckeri illinoensis), the
western hognose snake (Heterodon nasicus), and the Illinois mud turtle
(Kinosternon flavescens spooneri). The sandy habitats that these
species require are not present at Spunky or on the western bank of the
Illinois River to support populations of these species.
Another remarkable finding was the apparent rarity of water snakes
(Nerodia sipedon and N. rhombifer). We were unable to collect any
individuals of these two species, which are common elsewhere. Both
species likely occur at Spunky Bottoms. Snakes in general are hard to
collect at this site due to the dense vegetation. Most captures were
made when individuals tried to cross roads. Thus snakes may be more
common and diverse than our study suggests.
The turtle fauna of the site appears to be rather depauperate. The
turtles we trapped were dominated by the red-eared slider (Trachemys
scripta elegans), a species characteristic of large river habitats
10
(Smith, 1961; Tucker, 1997). We caught no species of map turtles
(Graptemys species), yet three species (G. geographica, G.
pseudogeographica, G. ouachitaensis) occur in nearby counties (Phillips
et al., 1999). These species are riverine turtles and are less likely
to inhabit backwater areas especially those without a direct connection
to the river.
Our river trapping site produced almost no turtles but this may be
due to the site we selected, which was a dredged cut for the pump
outflow. We may have caught more turtles including map turtles had we
trapped along the channel border.
We also caught no specimens of Blanding' s turtle (Emydoidea
blandingi) despite relatively recent records for the species from Lake
Meredosia just across the Illinois River from Spunky Bottoms. This
species characteristically occupies wet prairie habitat. Apparently the
species has been extirpated in this part of Brown County. It likely did
occur here because there are records for it just to the north and east
(Phillips et al., 1999).
One goal of the study was to examine the possible impact of the
restoration on the herpetofauna. Providing a more natural hydrology and
possible later reconnection with the Illinois River will have a profound
effect on the herpetofauna. At present the dominant aquatic habitats
(ditches and ponds) likely restrict the diversity of the turtle fauna.
The turtle fauna can be expected to become more diverse through addition
of the map turtle species as hydrology becomes more natural.
The restoration of wet prairies suggests the possible
reintroduction of Blanding' s turtle (Emydoidea blandingi) as a
management strategy. This species occurs nearby but we failed to
observe or trap it at Spunky Bottoms. It is, however, unlikely that we
would overlook this species in our survey. It is a basking turtle and
even individuals observed away from basking sites are easily recognized
11
by their bright yellow throats. This species is threatened in Illinois
(Herkert, 1992; Phillips et al., 1999) and establishing a population in
a protected wet prairie/wetland habitat complex would help keep the
turtle part of Illinois' herpetofauna.
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